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APPARATUS AND SYSTEMS FOR
MEASURING ELONGATION OF OBJECTS,
METHODS OF MEASURING, AND REACTOR

GOVERNMENT RIGHTS STATEMENT

This invention was made with government support under
Contract Number DE-AC07-051D14517 awarded by the
United States Department of Energy. The government has
certain rights in the invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

Embodiments of the present invention relate to apparatus,
systems and methods of measuring elongation of an object.
More particularly, embodiments of the present invention
relate to apparatus, systems and methods for measuring elon-
gation of objects in high temperature environments, and reac-
tors incorporating measurement apparatus and systems.

BACKGROUND

For several applications, real-time measurements of spe-
cific materials are necessary for safe and proper operations
and experimentation. For example, neutron radiation experi-
ments have conventionally used in-pile instrumentation to
monitor and measure in-situ major physical parameters.
Some of the most typical in-pile measurements include fuel
or material sample temperatures, fuel rod or material sample
dimensions, fission gas release in fuel rods, neutron flux, and
gamma heating. In the case of measuring fuel rod or material
sample dimensions, conventional elongation sensors and
diameter gauges have been employed, including Linear Vari-
able Differential Transformers (LVDTs) for measuring elon-
gation and contraction of fuel rods or material samples.

Limitations in conventional instrumentation have arisen as
the need for very precise real-time in-pile measurements has
increased. For example, conventional LVDTs are typically
limited in their ability to function in high temperature envi-
ronments. Some [VDTs are available that are capable of
functioning in environments of less than about 550° C. How-
ever, changes in length of materials and fuels being irradiated
at temperatures greater than about 550° C. are not typically
measurable in real time. To overcome the temperature limi-
tations of conventional LVDTs, samples irradiated at higher
temperatures are typically measured prior to and after irra-
diations. Such methods are very expensive and provide no
real-time information of what is occurring during the irradia-
tion. Additionally, errors are often introduced when samples
are removed from the reactor.

BRIEF SUMMARY

Various embodiments of the present invention comprise
elongation measurement apparatuses which are capable of
measuring, in real time, elongation of materials in environ-
ments well above 550° C. In one or more embodiments, an
elongation measurement apparatus may comprise at least one
sample carrier and at least one control component within an
enclosure. The at least one sample carrier may comprise an
LVDT at one longitudinal end of the at least one sample
carrier. A push rod may be coupled to the LVDT and may
extend to a location proximate to and spaced from an oppos-
ing longitudinal end of the at least one sample carrier so that
the at least one sample carrier is configured to receive a
sample between and adjacent to the push rod and the opposing
longitudinal end of the at least one sample carrier. The at least
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one control component may comprise a control LVDT at one
longitudinal end of the at least one control component, and a
control push rod coupled to the control LVDT and extending
to and adjoining an opposing longitudinal end of the at least
one control component.

Other embodiments comprise an elongation measurement
system. In one or more embodiments, an elongation measure-
ment system may comprise at leasttwo LVDTs and a pushrod
coupled to each of the at least two LVDTs at one longitudinal
end thereof. At least one push rod may extend to an opposing
longitudinal end and may be coupled to the opposing longi-
tudinal end. At least one other push rod may extend to a
location spaced apart from the opposing longitudinal end and
may be configured to receive a sample between the at least
one other push rod and the opposing longitudinal end. A
computational system may be electrically coupled to the at
least two LVDTs.

Still other embodiments comprise nuclear reactors. In one
or more embodiments, a nuclear reactor may comprise a
reactor core. At least one elongation measurement apparatus
may be positioned relative to the reactive core, with one
longitudinal end away from the reactor core and with an
opposing longitudinal end directed toward the reactor core.
The atleast one elongation measurement apparatus may com-
prise at least two LVDTs at the one longitudinal end thereof
and a push rod coupled to each of the at least two LVDTs. At
least one push rod may extend to the opposing longitudinal
end and may be coupled thereto. At least one other push rod
may extend to a location spaced apart from the opposing
longitudinal end and may be configured to receive a sample
between the at least one other push rod and the opposing
longitudinal end.

Other embodiments comprise methods of measuring elon-
gation of a material. In at least one embodiment, the methods
may comprise positioning a sample carrier in a test environ-
ment. The sample carrier may be positioned with a longitu-
dinal end comprising a LVDT positioned away from a source
of the test environment and an opposing longitudinal end
comprising a sample positioned toward the source of the test
environment. The sample carrier may comprise a push rod
extending between the sample and the LVDT. A control com-
ponent may be positioned in the test environment with a
longitudinal end comprising a control LVDT positioned away
from the source of the test environment and an opposing
longitudinal end positioned toward the source of the test
environment. The control component may comprise a push
rod extending between the opposing longitudinal end thereof
and the control LVDT. Respective elongation measurements
may be generated with the LVDT of the sample carrier and
with the LVDT of the control component, and a sample elon-
gation value may be generated comprising the difference
between the respective elongation measurements.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a partially sectioned view of an elonga-
tion measurement apparatus according to at least one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 2 illustrates an eclongation measurement system
according to at least one embodiment.

FIG. 3 illustrates a nuclear reactor comprising an elonga-
tion measurement apparatus according to at least one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating a method for measuring
elongation of a material, according to at least one embodi-
ment.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The illustrations presented herein are, in some instances,
not actual views of any particular elongation apparatus or
nuclear reactor, but are merely idealized representations
which are employed to describe the present invention. Addi-
tionally, elements common between figures may retain the
same numerical designation.

Various embodiments of the present invention are directed
toward embodiments of an elongation measurement appara-
tus capable of providing elongation measurements of mate-
rials in environments greater than 550° C. FIG. 1 illustrates a
partially sectioned view of an elongation measurement appa-
ratus 100 according to at least one embodiment of the inven-
tion. The elongation measurement apparatus 100 may com-
prise at least two Linear Variable Differential Transformers
(LVDTs) 110 coupled to the top end of respective push rods
120. As used herein, the use of the term “top end” indicates a
location at or near a longitudinal end illustrated at a top of the
elongation measurement apparatus 100 as oriented in FIG. 1,
and the use of the term “bottom end” indicates a location at or
near an opposing longitudinal end illustrated at a bottom of
the elongation measurement apparatus 100 as oriented in
FIG. 1, such orientation being only exemplary and not limit-
ing to the present invention.

At least one of the two or more LVDTs 110 and push rods
120 may comprise at least a part of a sample carrier assembly,
and at least one other of the two or more LVDTs 110 and push
rods 120 may comprise at least a part of a control component
assembly. The sample carrier assembly is referred to herein as
a sample carrier 140. In at least some embodiments, the
sample carrier 140 may include an optional housing 145 with
the LVDT 110 at a top end of the housing 145 and the housing
145 encompassing the push rod 120 coupled to the LVDT
110. A bottom end of the push rod 120 of the sample carrier
140 is spaced apart from a bottom end of the housing 145. A
space between the bottom end of the push rod 120 and the
bottom end of the housing 145 is configured to receive a
portion of material, referred to herein as a sample 130, such
that the sample 130 is positioned adjacent to the bottom end of
the push rod 120 and the bottom end of the housing 145. As
shown in the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 1, the elongation
measurement apparatus 100 may comprise a plurality of
sample carriers 140. In such embodiments, the sample 130
may comprise the same material for each of the plurality of
sample carriers 140, or the sample 130 may comprise differ-
ent materials in at least some of the plurality of sample car-
riers 140.

The control component assembly, referred to herein as a
control component 150, according to at least some embodi-
ments, may include an optional housing 155 with the LVDT
110 at the top end and the housing 155 at least substantially
encompassing the push rod 120 coupled to the LVDT 110.
The push rod 120 of the control component 150 extends from
the LVDT 110 at the top end to the bottom end of the housing
155, the bottom end of the push rod 120 abutting the bottom
end of the housing 155. In other words, the push rod 120 of the
control component 150 is configured and positioned with the
top end abutting the LVDT 110 and the bottom end abutting
the bottom end of the housing 155.

The push rod 120 of each of the sample carrier 140 and the
control component 150 may be of sufficient length that the top
end that includes the LVDT 110, is spaced far enough away
from a test environment’s source so as to avoid damage to the
LVDT 110 and its components. By way of example and not
limitation, in at least some embodiments, the push rod 120
may comprise a length in the range of about 0.5 meter to 2
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meters. In some embodiments, the push rod 120 may com-
prise a length of about 1 meter. However, the length of the
push rod is not intended to be limiting to the invention. Each
push rod 120, as well as each optional housing 145, 155, may
comprise a material having well-characterized or well-known
thermal expansion properties. By way of example and not
limitation, the push rods 120 and the housings 145, 155 may
comprise a metal material, such as stainless steel. The sample
carrier 140 and the control component 150 are, therefore, at
least substantially similar to each other, except that the
sample carrier 140 is configured to receive a sample 130,
while the control component 150 is not so configured.

In at least some embodiments, the sample carrier 140 and
the control component 150 may each include one or more
respective thermocouples 185 configured to monitor the tem-
perature of the sample 130, the push rod 120, the housings
145, 155, or other components of the elongation measure-
ment apparatus 100 and combinations thereof. The thermo-
couple 185 may comprise any conventional thermocouple as
is known in the art and may be selected according to the
specific application.

At least one sample carrier 140 and the at least one control
component 150 may be positioned within an elongated enclo-
sure 190. The elongated enclosure 190 may comprise a metal
ormetal alloy, such as steel. In at least some embodiments, the
elongated enclosure 190 may contain an inert gas, such as, by
way of example and not limitation, helium or neon.

Each LVDT 110 may comprise any conventional LVDT,
which typically comprises a primary coil 160 and two sec-
ondary coils 170 on either side of the primary coil 160. A
ferromagnetic core 180 extends through the primary and sec-
ondary coils 160, 170 and is coupled to a push rod 120. When
a current is driven through the primary coil 160, a voltage is
induced in each secondary coil 170 proportional to its mutual
inductance with the primary coil 160. As the core 180 moves,
these mutual inductances change, causing the voltages
induced in the secondary coils 170 to change. The secondary
coils 170 are typically connected in reverse series, so that the
output voltage is the difference between the two secondary
voltages.

When the core 180 is in its central position, equidistant
between the two secondary coils 170, equal but opposite
voltages are induced in the two secondary coils 170, resulting
in a voltage output of zero. When the core 180 is displaced in
one direction, the voltage in one secondary coil 170 increases
as the voltage in the other secondary coil 170 decreases,
causing the output voltage to increase from zero to a maxi-
mum. This voltage is in phase with the primary voltage. When
the core 180 moves in the other direction, the output voltage
also increases from zero to a maximum, but its phase is
opposite to that of the primary voltage. The magnitude of the
output voltage is linearly proportional to the distance moved
by the core 180 (up to its limit of travel). The phase of the
voltage indicates the direction of the displacement.

The LVDTs 110 may be selected according to the specific
application. For example, in high-temperature applications,
an off-the-shelf LVDT 110 may be selected which is config-
ured for use in high-temperature environments. By way of
example and not limitation, a suitable high-temperature
LVDT for a nuclear facility may include the XS-ZTR series
by Measurement Specialties, Inc. of Hampton, Va. The XS-
ZTR series LVDT comprises a hermetically sealed sensor
constructed entirely of inorganic materials, principally met-
als and ceramics, and is rated for use in high temperatures (up
to about 550° C.) and exposure to radiation levels of 10** rads
(10° Gy).
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Additional embodiments of the present invention include
elongation measurement systems. FIG. 2 illustrates an elon-
gation measurement system 200 according to at least one
embodiment. The elongation measurement system 200 may
comprise an elongation measurement apparatus 100, such as
any of the embodiments described above with reference to
FIG. 1, and a computational system 210. The computational
system 210 may comprise any conventional or special pur-
pose computer or microcomputer system generally compris-
ing an input device, an output device, a processor and a
memory device. The computational system 210 is coupled
with the elongation measurement apparatus 100 and config-
ured to receive data from the two or more LVDTs 110, includ-
ing the at least one sample carrier 140 and the at least one
control component 150. In some embodiments, the LVDTs
110 may be coupled directly to the computational system 210.
In other embodiments, the LVDTs 110 may be coupled to
interfacing circuitry (not shown), such as a signal conditioner
circuitry, etc., configured to generate data in response to the
voltages received from the LVDTs 110, such interfacing cir-
cuitry being communicatively coupled to the computational
system 210. In at least some embodiments, the elongation
measurement apparatus 100 includes wiring 220 coupled at
least to the LVDTs 110 and extending from the top end, at
least a portion of the wiring 220 adjacent the top end com-
prising a hard sheathing for protecting the wiring from harsh
environments, as is known in the art. The computational
system 210 comprises programming configured to calculate a
real-time elongation measurement from the data received
from the two or more LVDTs 110.

Such a system may be employed to measure the elongation
of'a material in a specific test environment, such as an envi-
ronment which is heated, irradiated, or both. In operation,
according to at least one embodiment, a sample 130 may be
positioned within the at least one sample carrier 140. The
sample 130 may comprise any material for which it is desired
to obtain accurate elongation characteristics when exposed to
cooling, heating, irradiation, or any combination thereof. The
elongation measurement apparatus 100 may be positioned at
least partially into the test environment, such that the longi-
tudinal end, described as the bottom end in FIG. 1, is proxi-
mate or adjacent to the cooling, heating or irradiation source
or within some predetermined relation to the source. The
change in temperature or exposure to radiation, or both, of the
sample 130, as well as the push rod 120 and other components
of'the elongation measurement apparatus 100, may cause the
components to elongate. Elongation of the sample 130 of
each sample carrier 140 causes the core 180 of the LVDT 110
of'the sample carrier 140 to shift, generating a voltage signal
representing an amount of elongation. Similarly, elongation
of the push rod 120 and other components in the control
component 150 causes the core 180 of the LVDT 110 of the
control component 150 to shift, generating a voltage signal
representing an amount of elongation.

The amount of elongation for the sample carrier 140 and
for the control component 150 is communicated to the com-
putational system 210. The configuration of the control com-
ponent 150 provides an error correction measurement allow-
ing the computational system 210 to determine the actual
elongation of the sample 130. In other words, the control
component 150 comprises all of the same components as the
sample carrier 140, except the sample 130. Thus, any elon-
gation in the push rod 120 or other components will be mea-
sured in the control component 150 and can be subtracted out
of the measured elongation of the sample carrier 140. The
computational system 210 is configured to receive the elon-
gation measurements from the sample carrier 140 and the
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6

control component 150 and to perform the subtraction opera-
tion between the two measurements to generate an elongation
measurement for the sample 130.

Additional embodiments of the present invention include
nuclear reactors comprising at least one elongation measure-
ment apparatus. FIG. 3 illustrates a nuclear reactor 300
according to at least one embodiment. The nuclear reactor
300 may comprise a test reactor, a power generating nuclear
reactor, or any other system including a reactor core. In some
embodiments, the nuclear reactor 300 may comprise a reactor
vessel 310 having a reactor core 320 therein. In embodiments
in which the nuclear reactor 300 comprises a power generat-
ing nuclear reactor, the reactor vessel 310 may comprise a
pressure vessel including one or more inlets for coolant to
flow into the reactor vessel 310 and one or more outlets for the
coolant to exit from the reactor vessel 310. Although the
embodiment shown in FIG. 3 includes a reactor vessel 310,
those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that other
configurations are possible in which no reactor vessel 310 is
included. For example, in some embodiments the nuclear
reactor 300 may comprise a pool-type test reactor without a
reactor vessel.

The reactor core 320 comprises at least one fuel assembly
and at least one control rod inserted therein (not shown). At
least one elongation measurement apparatus 100 may be
positioned with at least the bottom end, the end comprising
the sample 130 (see FIG. 1), located at a predetermined posi-
tion relative to the reactor core 320. The position ofthe at least
one elongation measurement apparatus 100 may be depen-
dent upon the sample material and the parameters under
which the sample material is to be tested. For example, a
sample may be intended to be tested with a specific radiation
exposure and may, therefore, be positioned with the bottom
end of the at least one elongation measurement apparatus 100
in a selected flux trap or test position near the center of the
reactor core 320 where higher fluxes occur. The top end of the
at least one elongation measurement apparatus 100 may
extend away from the heat or radiation source.

Further embodiments of the present invention include
methods for measuring elongation of a material. FIG. 4 is a
flowchart illustrating a method for measuring elongation of a
material, according to at least one embodiment. In at least
some embodiments, such a method may include positioning a
sample carrier in a test environment 410. By way of example
and not limitation, the test environment may comprise an
environment which is heated, cooled or irradiated, as well as
any combinations thereof. In some embodiments, at least a
portion of the sample carrier may be placed in a portion of a
nuclear reactor, such as a test reactor or a power generating
reactor. The sample carrier may include an LVDT at one
longitudinal end thereof and a sample of a material at an
opposing longitudinal end thereof, as described hereinabove.
The sample carrier is positioned with the one longitudinal end
with the LVDT located longitudinally away from the source
of'the test environment’s state, and the opposing longitudinal
end comprising a sample of material located at a point nearest
or adjacent to the source. In other words, the sample carrier is
positioned with the opposing longitudinal end nearest to the
test environment’s source and extends longitudinally away
from the test environment’s source such that the one longitu-
dinal end is located away from the source to a length approxi-
mately equivalent to the length of the push rod.

A control component is also positioned in the test environ-
ment 420. The control component is positioned in similar
orientation as the sample carrier, with an LVDT at one lon-
gitudinal end located away from the test environment’s
source, and with an opposing longitudinal end at the point
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nearest or adjacent to the source. The control component is
configured at least substantially similar to the sample carrier
except that the control component does not have a sample of
material.

An elongation measurement is generated by both the
sample carrier and the control component as the temperature
of the assemblies increases or decreases 430. The elongation
measurement may be generated by the respective LVDT of
the sample carrier and the control component as the respec-
tive push rod causes the LVDT core to move longitudinally in
the LVDT.

The elongation measurement from the control component
is subtracted from the elongation measurement from the
sample carrier, resulting in a sample elongation value 440.
Such computations may be carried out in a computational
system, such as a conventional computer, and the resulting
sample elongation value may be provided to a user, for
example, by displaying the resulting sample elongation value
on a screen or printing the value.

Although the foregoing description includes examples
describing “elongation” of a sample or other components,
such a term is not intended to be limiting. Indeed, the present
invention has application in measuring both elongation and
contraction of materials and components.

While certain embodiments have been described and
shown in the accompanying drawings, such embodiments are
merely illustrative and not restrictive of the scope of the
invention, and this invention is not limited to the specific
constructions and arrangements shown and described, since
various other additions and modifications to, and deletions
from, the described embodiments will be apparent to one of
ordinary skill in the art. Thus, the scope of the invention is
only limited by the literal language, and legal equivalents, of
the claims which follow.

What is claimed is:

1. An elongation measurement apparatus, comprising:

an enclosure;

at least one sample carrier within the enclosure compris-

ing:

a Linear Variable Differential Transformer (LVDT) at
one longitudinal end of the at least one sample carrier;
and

a push rod coupled to the LVDT and extending to a
location proximate an opposing longitudinal end of
the at least one sample carrier;

wherein the at least one sample carrier is configured to
receive a sample between and adjacent to the push rod
and the opposing longitudinal end of the at least one
sample carrier; and

at least one control component within the enclosure com-

prising:

acontrol LVDT atone longitudinal end ofthe at least one
control component; and

a control push rod coupled to the control LVDT and
extending to and adjoining an opposing longitudinal
end of the at least one control component.

2. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the enclosure com-
prises an inert gas contained therein.

3. The apparatus of claim 1, further comprising a thermo-
couple within each of the at least one sample carrier and the at
least one control component.

4. The apparatus of claim 1, wherein the push rod of the at
least one sample carrier and the control push rod of the at least
one control component comprise the same material.

5. The apparatus of claim 1, comprising a plurality of
sample carriers within the enclosure.

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

65

8

6. An elongation measurement system, comprising:
at least two Linear Variable Differential Transformers
(LVDTs);

apush rod coupled to each of the at least two LVDTs at one

longitudinal end thereof;

wherein at least one push rod extends to a base and is

coupled thereto, and at least one other push rod extends
to alocation spaced apart from the base and is configured
to receive a sample between the at least one other push
rod and the base; and

a computational system electrically coupled to the at least

two LVDTs.

7. The system of claim 6, further comprising an elongated
housing, wherein the at least two LVDTs are positioned
within the elongated housing.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein the elongated housing
comprises an inert gas contained therein.

9. The system of claim 6, further comprising a thermo-
couple coupled to the at least one push rod, the at least one
other push rod, or the sample.

10. The system of claim 6, wherein the computational
system comprises an input device, an output device, a pro-
cessor and a memory device.

11. A nuclear reactor, comprising:

a reactor core;

at least one elongation measurement apparatus positioned

with one longitudinal end away from the reactor core
and with an opposing longitudinal end directed toward
the reactor core;

the at least one elongation measurement apparatus com-

prising at least two Linear Variable Differential Trans-
formers (LVDTs) at the one longitudinal end thereof and
a push rod coupled to each of the at least two LVDTs;
wherein at least one push rod extends to the opposing
longitudinal end and is coupled thereto; and
at least one other push rod extends to a location spaced
apart from the opposing longitudinal end and is config-
ured to receive a sample between the at least one other
push rod and the opposing longitudinal end.

12. The nuclear reactor of claim 11, further comprising a
reactor vessel housing the reactor core.

13. The nuclear reactor of claim 12, wherein the reactor
vessel comprises a pressure vessel.

14. The nuclear reactor of claim 11, wherein the at least one
elongation measurement apparatus is positioned at least par-
tially within the reactor core.

15. The nuclear reactor of claim 11, further comprising a
thermocouple coupled to each push rod or a sample posi-
tioned between the at least one other push rod and the oppos-
ing longitudinal end.

16. A method of measuring elongation of a material, com-
prising:

positioning at least one sample carrier in a test environment

with a longitudinal end comprising a Linear Variable
Differential Transformer (LVDT) positioned away from
a source of the test environment and an opposing longi-
tudinal end comprising a sample positioned toward the
source of the test environment, the at least one sample
carrier comprising a push rod extending between the
sample and the LVDT;

positioning at least one control component in the test envi-

ronment with a longitudinal end comprising a control
LVDT positioned away from the source of the test envi-
ronment and an opposing longitudinal end positioned
toward the source of the test environment, the at least one
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control component comprising a push rod extending
between the opposing longitudinal end thereof and the
control LVDT;
generating respective elongation measurements with the
LVDT of the at least one sample carrier and with the
LVDT of the at least one control component; and

generating a sample elongation value comprising a difter-
ence between respective elongation measurements of a
sample carrier and a control component.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein positioning the at
least one sample carrier in the test environment and position-
ing the at least one control component in the test environment
comprises positioning the at least one sample carrier and the
at least one control component in at least one of a heated
environment, a cooled environment, and an irradiated envi-
ronment.

18. The method of claim 16, wherein positioning the at
least one sample carrier in the test environment and position-
ing the at least one control component in the test environment
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comprises positioning the at least one sample carrier and the
at least one control component at least partially within a
nuclear reactor.

19. The method of claim 16, wherein positioning the at
least one sample carrier in the test environment and position-
ing the at least one control component in the test environment
comprises positioning an elongated enclosure in the test envi-
ronment, the elongated enclosure comprising the at least one
sample carrier and the at least one control component therein.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein positioning the elon-
gated enclosure comprises positioning the elongated enclo-
sure comprising an inert gas contained therein.

21. The method of claim 16, wherein positioning at least
one sample carrier in the test environment comprises posi-
tioning a plurality of sample carriers in the test environment.

22. The method of claim 16, further comprising measuring
atemperature of at least a portion of at least one of the at least
one sample carrier and the at least one control component.

#* #* #* #* #*
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